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Who was the best judge of the effectiveness of a teacher?

Was

it the administrator who visited the classroom two or three times
during the year?

Was it the researcher who has yet to identify

what constitutes an effective teacher?

Was it the college instructor

who hypothesizes in his teaching about what constitutes teacher
effectiveness?

According to William Rupley (1974) it was the pupil

who spent more time each class day with the teacher than did anyone
else.
Student feedback as a method of teacher evaluation is not new
or uncommon.

Prior to the mid-sixties, Thompson (1974) noted that

systematic evaluation of teachers and counselors by high school
students was virtually non-existent.

The increase in student

activism, according to Thompson, occurred during the late sixties
when student interest in participation in school reform led to the
evaluation of faculty performance by students.

Across the country

students began formulating procedures through which they might
assess the competence of their instructors.
One would be hard pressed, explained Kult (1975), to find a
person who would not argue that the life function of any school was
the overall instruction and interaction between students and teachers.
This in itself was adequate reason for students to be allowed, if
not encouraged, to provide some degree of personal response to the
persons with whom much of their academic lives was spent.

Thus, a

growing number of teachers, administrators, school board members,
parents, and students, have expressed a definite interest in the
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concept of student evaluating teachers.
T he basic assumption of this paper is that student rating of
teachers represent valid judgments of the student's educational
experience.

T he research evidence (Dalton, 1971; Frey, 1978;

Marsh, 1969; Marsh, 1977; Marsh, H., Overall, J., and Kesler,
S., 1979; McKeachie, W., Lin, Y., and Mann, W., 1971) suggested
that some validity exists for student ratings.

T his paper discusses

the guidelines for student evaluation of teachers, advantages and
disadvantages associated with student evaluations, information
obtained from college students evaluating teachers, and information
from secondary students evaluating teachers.
Guidelines
T he research (Barrow, 1977; Jacobson, 1973; and Kult, 1975)
suggested that students should evaluate teachers, but only if a
mutual feeling of trust had been devitloped and only if the informa
tion was used solely fo; instructional improvement.

In each case

of teacher evaluation by students the researchers believed the
following guidelines should be considered:
1.

Teachers should volunteer to be evaluated.

2.

All student evaluations should be anonymous.

3.

The building principal should not look at the student

evaluations.
4.

An information discussion should precede the actual eval

uation presentation.

The discussion should include a clarification

of the reason for the evaluation and an explanation of the evaluation

4

type and format.
5.

Students should be given ample time to complete the

evaluation.
6.

Information should be used solely for improvement of

instruction and not for determining salary, tenure, or promotion.
7.

The evaluation instrument should be cooperatively developed

or agreed upon by teacher and students.
8.

The interpretation of results should be performed under

circumstances which support student consideration, reflection, and
introspection.
9.

The teacher should be aware of the possibility of being

excessively influenced by an extremely supportive or critical
-~

response.
10.

The teacher should use positive and negative comments to

strengthen~weak areas and reinforce ttrengths.

-

Unfortunately, an inordinate amount of emphasis has been placed
on students evaluating teachers for the purpose of teacher evaluation, rather than as a source of information for improving classroom
instruction.

Few professionals have differentiated between evalua-

tion and improvement of instruction through student feedback,
suggested Bailey (1978).

He believed evaluation of the classroom

teacher turned out to be just what the term denoted--evaluation.
It was the process of gathering student opinions to arrive at a
value judgment concerning the worth or the value of the teacher.
With the back-to-the-basics movement, the use of evaluation as a
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process for assessing actual outcomes in education has increasingly
preoccupied those concerned with schools, which is a misinterpretation of the real purpose of students evaluating teachers.
Advantages and Disadvantages of
Student Evaluation
Traditionally, student evaluation has had a negative connotation.

Teachers found it time consuming, and students associated it

with a vague sense of threat or punishment.

Shapiro, Lukasevich,

and Shapiro (1986) suggested that this has been due to the ways in
which classroom teachers have incompletely understood the evaluation
process; the most common of these incomplete understandings were,
(a) an inappropriately narrow definition of the term "evaluation",
4

(b) a limited knowledge of the principles appropriate to an effective
program, and (c) a too-exclusive focus on summative as opposed to
formative approaches to evaluation. 'r
Baily (1978) emphasized that a more logical and efficient
utilization of student feedback can be made when the primary task/
goal is the improvement of instruction.

Viewed in this light, the

use of student feedback becomes an activity separated from the
evaluation process.

The teacher is able to collect and analyze

information and then draw a conclusion about his/her teaching performance in an autonomous fashion.

The fear of evaluation does not

need to be an inhibiting factor, and the teacher is not dependent
on an outside source for guidance or assistance.
The advantages associated with student feedback include:
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(1) Students as a source of information represent a large
sample.
(2) Students represent a primary source of information.
(3) The gathering of student input is inexpensive and usually
accomplished within the school schedule.
There also exist several disadvantages:
(1) Students may not reveal their true feelings since teachers
held the power to assign, raise, or lower grades.
(2) Teachers do not often know what to do with student feedback
once gathered, making the collection of student feedback an end in
itself rather than the beginning of instructional improvement.
(3) The teachers also facet~! danger of modifying their behavior according to students' belief or opinion, creating only the
kind of teacher that students desire to like best.
~

If they (teachersl are clear about what effect teachers should
have on students in a classroom, Page (1974) suggested that students
are then the best instruments for measuring that effect.

As with

other educational problems, the basic position hinges on the
question of whether the teacher has a clear idea of his/her own
objectives.

If the objectives are clear, a teacher can easily sort

out from student comments those which relate to his/her objectives
and those which are only unrealistic student desires.
Post-Secondary Data
Although a large portion of the research on student evaluation
of teachers has been conducted at the college level, several
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studies (Barsalou, Killinger, and Thompson, 1974; Fox, Peck, and
Blattstein, 1983; Rupley, 1974) suggested that it has relevance for
secondary education, and the results of such research provide guidelines for the secondary teacher.

According to Follman, Lucoff,

Small, and Power (1974), the most commonly used means of obtaining
student evaluation of instruction at the post-secondary level is
student ratings.
Today, in spite of conflicting evidence as to the appropriateness
of this practice, student ratings of teachers have been increasingly
utilized as a basis for making important decisions regarding such
matters as salary, promotion, and tenure.

Page (1974) explained

that, though a large number of rating forms were used at the post-

•

secondary level, whether the rating scales legitimately measure a
teacher's effectiveness is difficult to determine.
~

Again-at the coll~ge level, several studies (Bennett and
Eckman, 1973; Crockett, Press, and Osterkamp, 1979; Doyle and
Whiteley, 1974; Goebel and Cashen, 1985; Goebel and Cashen, 1979;
Gould, 1972; Haslet, 1976; McTavish, 1971; Reno, 1979; and Sherman,
1977) provided substantial documentation that a negative cultural
stereotype of older adults exists.

Other factors not directly

related to teaching skills that may also influence student ratings
include the anticipation of course grades related to teacher evaluation (Feldman, 1976; Hartley and Hogan, 1972) and academic selfconcept and general attitudes towards teachers (Haslet, 1976).
A study conducted at Illinois State University, Normal, Illinois,
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by Goebel and Cashen (1985) used one hundred sixty-eight university
students to rate photographs of teachers--controlled for age, sex,
and attractiveness--on seven factors of teacher performance under
three conditions:

(1) no information given about the teacher, (2)

information given that the teacher has personal characteristics
(non-professional) fitting the stereotype of old age, and (3)
counter-age-stereotyped information given about the teacher.

The

findings revealed that ratings varied with teacher, age, sex, and
attractiveness on the seven factors being rated.

They found that

student ratings were not only influenced by age, sex, and level of
attractiveness, but by other interpersonal factors.

Additional

evidence by Connor, Walsh, Litzelman, and Alvarez (1978) suggested

•

that both young and old teachers are viewed differently if they are
described as possessing characteristics of the aged.

Also, student

perceptions of teachers were not inffuenced just by the teachers'
ages, but by their sex and level of attractiveness, giving evidence
that other personal attributes interact with age-biased information,
developed through exposure to teachers' personal characteristics,
and those attributes affect student expectancies of teacher competency.
In 1976, Feldman conducted a study to determine if the anticipation of college students' grades related to the evaluation of the
course and the teacher.

Other variables measured within the study

included grade point, course-induced interest, and teacher-induced
interest in the subject.

The results suggested that student grade

anticipation may affect student ratings of instruction.
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In summary of the post-secondary information, student ratings
of teachers are used for important factors of salary, promotion,
and tenure.

Students are influenced by cultural stereotypes of age,

sex, and attractiveness of their teachers.

The interest created

for their courses and the students' grade point also affects student
ratings of teachers.
Secondary Data
Several studies suggested that high school students provide
reliable evaluation of teachers.

Thompson (1974) explained that as

far back as the 1930's reliable judgments of instructors' classroom traits could be obtained from high school students.

Rupley

(1974) and Wright and Saunders (1976) strongly suggested that

•

educators need to listen to students' opinions on questions related
to their lives and that one such question was the competence of
their teacher.

Denton, Calarco, anf Johnson (1977) advocated the

use of student evaluations of teachers, with assessments by colleagues and administrators, as a major part of total teacher
evaluation.

Adolescents are likely to respond to teachers based on

the ways they see the teacher's role, explained Ingersoll and
Strigari (1983) and that understanding varies with the adolescent's
cognitive maturity.

As the students mature in cognitive capabilities,

they are increasingly able to evaluate effective teaching.
Most research (Centra, 1977; Cohen, 1981; Doyle and Whiteley,
1974; Frey, Leonard, and Beatly, 1975; Korth, 1979; Marsh, Overall,
and Kesler, 1979) on students' evaluation of instruction (SEI) viewed
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SEI as a potentially valid means of differentiating good teachers
from teachers who were not performing adequately.

The majority of

studies by which SEI class ratings have been validated in secondary
schools used consumer satisfaction, a generally recognized method
of judging the value of a product or service.

SEI in schools was

the testimonial of pupils, as consumers, who judged the value of
the educational product.
The balance of this paper examines in order five topics that
summarize the current research on students evaluating teachers.
These five topics are:

perceptions of teacher behavior (Bledsoe,

Brown, and Strickland, 1971; Bledsoe and Brown, 1968), teacher
effectiveness and competency (Denton, J., Calarco., J., and Johnson,

11:
C., 1977; Wright and Saunders, 1976; Rupley, 1974), development of
student observation forms (Bailey, 1978), students' attitudes toward
and' experiences with teacher evaluat'lons (Traugh and Duell, 1980),
and student ratings of teachers related to sex, age, and experience
(Goebel and Cashen, 1979; Goebel and Cashen, 1985).
A major obstacle to the improvement of teaching, according to
Bledsoe and Brown (1968), has been the lack of understanding of
teacher behavioral characteristics.
behavioral characteristics exist:

Two major categories of teacher
(1) qualities involving the

teacher's mental abilities and skills; and (2) qualities stemming
from the teacher's personality, interest, attitudes, beliefs, and
behavior in working relationships with pupils and other individuals.
In an attempt to identify role expectations of secondary teachers,
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Bledsoe and Brown (1968) measured one hundred seventy-eight Georgia
secondary teachers.

To determine the extent of the relation between

role expectations of the teachers and teachers' characteristics,
pupils' attitudes were analyzed by sex, age, experience, ability
group, perception, course mark, field, grade level, and interaction
with teachers in disciplinarian roles.
This study disclosed that high ability groups had more favorable
perceptions of teachers.

Students that receive higher course marks

gave more favorable pupil perceptions.

Teachers above the age of

thirty-five received lower ratings than those below thirty-five.
And, boys had more favorable opinions of men teachers, whereas
girls favored women teachers.
-~

The practice of collecting and using pupil ratings for evaluating teacher effectiveness has empirical and logical support dating
ba:ck nearly fifty years explains Detton, et al., (1977).

Research

on measurement issues of students as evaluators indicate that pupil
assessment ratings are as reliable and valid as those of adult
judges, do not appear to be influenced by the sex of student or
teacher, the difficulty of the course, the course grade awarded, or
the class size.
Studying pupil perceptions and teacher competence, Denton, et
al., (1977) conducted a year-long project to develop an instrument
designed to sample perceptions from secondary level pupils about
student teacher's classroom performance.

More than two thousand

junior and senior high school students were field tested.

The data
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analyses indicated eight factors (inquiry style of teaching, use of
technology, nature of class questions, encouragement of independent
thinking, expository teaching, teacher-led discussions, and teacher
openness) that serve as perception checks of teachers, according to
those students tested.
The collective perceptions of these learners provides a description of a teacher's skills, and may be used as a perception
check of a teacher's classroom abilities or teacher's competence.
Wright and Saunder (1976) provided information on teachers
from what junior high students characterized as competent teachers.
The data accumulated from a sample of over one thousand two hundred
junior high students indicated they wanted a friendly person who
¾
tells them what they do wrong, is dependable, likes all students,
and understands each individual.

They want a person who is clean

and'neat, who participates in their lctivities, and who has the
energy to do all these things.

They describe a rather idealistic

teacher and do not appear to be confused or biased in their consistency of responses.

Grade levels, achievement levels, and even

ethnic extractions tend to disappear in response consistency.
Providing information on student-perceived teacher roles at
four different school levels (elementary school, middle school,
high school, and college), Rupley (1974) identified what students
viewed as desirable and undesirable teacher qualities.

In each

case students were asked to give three qualities which characterized
the "bad" teacher and three qualities which characterized the "good"
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teacher.

The middle school students saw the "good" teacher as

primarily described in the category "attitude toward students."

A

pleasant personality, being helpful, and being understanding were
most often cited as good teacher qualities.

The number one response

for high school students was also in the areas of "attitude toward
students."

The good high school teacher was described ?S being

caring, patient, understanding, helpful, and willing to provide
guidance with personal, as well as academic, problems.

These

characteristics are important because junior and senior high school
students want them, and that makes these high priority factors very
relevant for the teacher who values student needs.
What method should students use to evaluate their teachers?
-~

The most widely used method is a student feedback instrument.
Selecting a student feedback instrument is a relatively difficult
task.

Identification of the purpose t of student evaluation, level

of student participation, and the cognitive ability of the students
should determine the type, style, and form of the feedback instrument
according to Bailey (1978).
Two major types of evaluation instruments described by Bailey
(1978) are available to teachers, commercially-prepared and selfmade student.

The commercially-prepared instruments are usually

created by professionals in the field of evaluation.

The Purdue

Teacher Evaluation Scale (TES), IDEA-Student Reaction to Instructor
and Course, Illinois Ratings of Teacher Effectiveness, Questa I and
II, Bryan Student Opinion Questionnaire (SOQ), Pupil Observation
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Survey Report (POSR), and the Illinois Course Evaluation Questionnaire
(CEQ), are examples of professionally-developed instruments.
Those forms made by teachers exhibit both advantages and disadvantages.
advantage.

The ability to create_ one's own feedback tool is an
Feeling comfortable with the instrument they create,

teachers can use this flexibility to tailor the instrument for
student variety.

However, a self-made instrument may contain teacher

bias, it is time consumming to develop, and has the disadvantage of not
being tested for validity.

Neither type of instrument can be declared

superior to the other because each has merit and can provide valuable
information for the teacher.
To what extent do students evaluate their teacher?

•

have an opinion regarding evaluating teachers?

Do students

Do students use a

variety of methods to evaluate teachers?
Secondary students' attitudes ~oward and experiences with
evaluating teachers was researched by Traugh and Duell in 1980.
The results indicated that junior high and senior high students
believe their opinions make a difference in the ways their teachers
teach and that teacher ratings are not a waste of time.

The find-

ings strongly suggest that teachers should provide in-class time
for students to complete teacher rating forms and welcome the
opportunity to be evaluated.

This study also showed that teachers

ask students to evaluate their teaching through a variety of formats, although senior high school students did rate teachers more
frequently than junior high students.

And secondary students have
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positive attitudes toward rating their teachers and believe their
opinions will make a difference in the ways their teachers teach.
However, Goebel and Cashen (1979) reported in their study on
age, sex, and attractiveness that (1) teachers are usually judged
on personal characteristics, rather than teaching skill and/or
knowledge, (2) students did not always receive quality education
from those teachers that they rated the highest, and (3) most
teachers were indistinguishable from one another on the basis of
student ratings.
Conclusion
How do teachers respond to students evaluating their instruction?

An opinion poll conducted by the NEA research division
4

asked teachers two questions:

"Should students evaluate teachers?"

and "Are students mature enough to evaluate teachers accurately?"
A national-sample of classroom reseatchers showed that teachers'

--

opinions were divided down the middle; fifty percent favored and
fifty percent opposed student ratings.

It might be expected that

teachers of elementary pupils would consider children too young to
make evaluations, while teachers in the higher grades would be more
favorable to the idea of evaluation by pupils.

Responses, however,

did not confirm this expectation, but the results show that opinions
of elementary teachers and secondary teachers show only minimal
differences.
The opinion of this writer, developed through researching this
paper, experiences as a student evaluating teachers, and as a

teacher conducting student evaluations, has been that the validity
and reliability of student responses depends directly on the
teachers' willingness to use their students for self-improvement.
The process of evalua~ion, no matter the source (student, peer, or
administrator), creates some degree of anxiety for those being
evaluated.

Students, because of their age and interaction with the

teacher outside the classroom, create a potential evaluation source,
not only of the teaching process, but of the total school environment in which the teacher works.
As a student evaluating teachers and a teacher being evaluated,
this writer had found that students appear to become less inhibited
in their responses as they become more experienced with the evaluation process.

•

Their ability to identify teacher qualities becomes

more specific and provide a greater understanding of teacher
str~ngths and weaknesses.

~

Teachers interested in initiating student evaluation of their
teaching would find the books Evaluation~ Students to Identify
General Instructional Problems by L. Aleamoni (1973) and Student
Evaluation of Teaching and Learning by R. Simpson and J. Seidman
(1962) helpful.
As Rupley (1974) stated, "The greatest advantage of our
students evaluating our teaching lies not in the fact that they
place us on a continuum of good to bad, but that they help us
perceive our teaching in a more objective manner and that we as
professionals can take their evaluations seriously--modifying and
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adapting our teaching to better meet their needs." (p. 68)
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